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The Impact of COVID-19 Related Deaths on New Nurses in Rhode Island
Jessica Petonak, Nursing, Thanatology

Sponsored by Dr. Sara Murphy, Honors Program
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has been one
of the most impactful events on
nurses and healthcare systems in
recent history. Bedside nurses
experienced drastically impaired
working conditions and dramatically
increased patient volume and level of
care. These impacts are a lot for any
nurse especially nurses making the
difficult transition from student to
clinician. On top of that, new and
recent graduate nurses, with
educational opportunities cut short,
were thrown into some of the worst
healthcare working conditions in
recent history, while being labeled
“Healthcare Heroes.”.

Methods

Survey Distribution
• Link/QR code to the digital survey
distributed via email
• Points of contact for distribution of
the survey included hospitals, nursing
homes, skilled nursing facilities, and
nurse associations
Survey Details
• 17 questions
• Qualifications:
• RN or LPN in Rhode Island
• Must have treated patients
experiencing COVID-19
• 40 nurses qualified
• 21 with <5 years experience
• 19 with >5 years experience
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In general, as you entered your nursing career, how would you rate
your preparedness for dealing with death of patients?

During the pandemic, how would you rate your preparedness for
dealing with the death of patients?
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“Covid-19 has forever changed my life and my thoughts on
nursing. We were made to make decisions that were unethical,
we were left with little or no support. The past two years has
made me regret ever becoming a nurse. My family has
suffered. I may have survived Covid, but it will forever scar me.
We now are dealing with a severe staff shortage, we haven’t
‘healed’ from covid, and are now being forced to run our
building and be staff nurses.”
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“We were not prepared for how quickly some covid patients passed
in the beginning. As we navigated different treatment options, it
became ‘easier’ to take care of our covid patients because our
knowledge and confidence grew. Witnessing younger covid
patients grow tired of simply trying to breathe and making
themselves CMO [comfort measures only] was probably the most
daunting part of the pandemic. People who did not directly care for
patients, or witness others care for patients during this time,
simply cannot and will not understand the impact it's had on all of
our lives and mental health.”
Since the start of Covid-19 have you experienced compasion fatigue?

Yes

Since the start of Covid-19, have you felt burnt out?
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84.6% (n=39) of nurses
reported an increased
workload due to COVID-19.
• Increased # of hours
• Higher acuity patients
• Increased nurse-to-patient
ratios
• Expanded scope of practice
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60% (n=35) of nurses reported
receiving training through
school or by their employer on
how to talk about death and
dying with a patient and their
family members.

Did you experience onset or worsening of any of the following while working as a nurse during the pandemic? (Select all that apply)
77.14%

Fears, worries, and anxieties that you did not usually experience before the pandemic
60.00%

Feelings of extreme highs or lows
57.14%

Social withdrawal (that you would attribute to reasons other than social distancing)
54.29%

Changes in eating or sleeping patterns
51.43%

Feelings of anger that you did not usually experience before the pandemic
31.43%

Prolonged depression
22.86%

Growing inability to cope with daily problems and activities
20.00%

Confused thinking
Denial of obvious problems

17.14%

11.43%

None
8.57%

Unexplained physical ailments
5.71%

Suicidal thoughts
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Substance abuse
2.86%

Delusions or hallucinations
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“COVID deaths have led me to leave bedside nursing. As the
winter approaches the thought of going through another wave
was unbearable. We've had a handful of ‘success’ stories of
people who have survived, but it's miniscule compared to the
people we've seen die. Last November, we had a patient die
every single shift. It's also led me to start therapy and has
made me extremely depressed. I wouldn't have gotten through
this last year if it wasn't for leaning on my amazing coworkers.”
82.1% (n=28) of nurses
reported being alone or
only in the presence of
other healthcare
providers at the bedside
of a patient as they died.

58.33% (n=36) of nurses reported
being offered support services
from their employer, yet only
22.8% (n=36) attended. Out of
the 41.67% (n=36) of nurses that
reported not being offered
support services from their
employer, 80% wish they were.

